There is a delicate, symbiotic balance between authorship and publication. Journals aspire to create an image of authority, expertise, and prestige. Aspiring authors view publication as a form of validation. Peer review both endorses the work and elevates the sophistication of the journal.
In preparing this editorial, I studied some of the writings of Stephen Lock, the former editor of the British Medical Journal. 1 Lock served as the BMJ's editor from 1975-1991 and focused his efforts on what would be referred to as journalology: the structure, process, and outcome of scientific journals, including research misconduct and peer review. Lock was an advocate of peer review and felt "Scientific facts and theories must survive critical study and testing by other competent and disinterested people, and publication plays a key part in this. " "Submitting articles to outside experts for opinions on their merits" has been a fundamental process in which most scientific journals, including Perfusion, have followed.
Lock added, "Scientific journals have several functions: to inform, instruct, comment and possibly amuse. " Submissions can range from a Pulitzer Prize caliber masterpiece to a complete nonsensical fantasy, yet the editor must balance each manuscript professionally and triage the submission to a reviewer or "acknowledged experts in the specialty or known to be doing research into a particular topic. " Perfusion typically uses two reviewers per manuscript, but manuscripts may be reviewed by additional experts, depending on the topic, areas of expertise or divergent recommendations. For instance, an experienced practicing perfusionist who has proficiency with specific techniques might best review an article on a new perfusion process.
Lock states that the critique "should be aimed at the editor and author. " The reviewer should follow a formal set of guidelines and treat the unpublished manuscript as a "privileged document" and not "cite the work before it is published and refrain from using the information for advancement of their own research. " The reviewer should "adopt a positive, impartial attitude, " being the "author's ally with the aim promoting effective and accurate scientific communication. " If they cannot judge the paper impartially, it should be returned. Reviews should be "completed expeditiously" and "not discussed with its authors. " The review should encompass the "importance of the question or subject, appropriateness of the experimental design, soundness of conclusions and interpretation, relevance of discussion" and the "clarity of writing and soundness of organization of the paper. " Abrasive comments should be avoided if the comments made are "intended for the author's eyes, and criticism should be presented dispassionately. " Recommendations to the editor and comments to the authors are confidential and not shared with the other reviewers, although many editors will share the manuscript's disposition and other deidentified comments with the reviewers.
The reviewer's recommendation must balance the "originality, scientific reliability, clinical importance and suitability" within a reasonable period of review time. Perfusion requests all reviews be completed within one month, so the editor can render a decision. The editor may decide to "accept the article as it stands, reject it outright or consider it further, " the latter meaning a minor or major revision is required. In reality, articles are rarely accepted without changes.
Richard Smith, the successor of Stephen Lock at the BMJ, stated: "Peer review is at the heart of the scientific process yet it is not without its problems and critics. Peer review is slow, expensive, profligate of academic time, highly subjective, prone to bias, easily abused, poor at detecting gross defects, and almost useless for detecting fraud. " 2 In this issue of Perfusion, 14 manuscripts (as well as this editorial) have passed through the red-inked gauntlet of peer review. All submissions were enriched and improved because of peer review. On behalf of the journal, I would like to acknowledge the authors, reviewers and editorial staff for their efforts. I certainly hope the readership will concur.
